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Abstract
Purpose – Employability and its components have received a lot of attention from scholars and
practitioners. However, little is known about the interrelations between these different components of
employability and how employees progress within their employability trajectories. Therefore, a model of such
progression was constructed and tested using Van der Heijde and Van der Heijden’s (2006) employability
measurement instrument. The paper aims to discuss these issues.
Design/methodology/approach – The propositions were tested empirically by applying a Rasch model
using a sample of 167 Austrian business consultants.
Findings – The findings lend some support for the hypothesized progression model of employability.
Specifically, the items measuring occupational expertise are largely located in the group of items that were
relatively likely to be endorsed. Also, the items of personal flexibility and anticipation and optimization were,
in general, less likely to be endorsed than the items of occupational expertise.
Research limitations/implications – The major thrust of this paper is a theoretical one. However, the
empirical demonstration tentatively supports the proposed model, which implies that further, more robust
longitudinal research in this direction may be a worthwhile endeavor.
Practical implications – By understanding which competences are important at which stage or across
which stages of an individual’s career, career advisors and human resource management professionals can
give more targeted advice concerning career management practices.
Originality/value – The present study contributes to the literature by investigating how employees may
make progress within their employability trajectories.
Keywords Career development, Rasch analysis, Competence-based employability
Paper type Research paper
In today’s business environment marked by uncertainty and ever-increasing requirements,
individuals need to stay employable and companies need highly employable staff
(Van der Heijden et al., 2018). In particular, the concept of lifetime employment has been
gradually replaced by the notion of lifelong employability in the last decades (Forrier and
Sels, 2003; Fugate et al., 2004; Hillage and Pollard, 1998; Rothwell and Arnold, 2007).
Here, employability is “the capacity of continuously fulfilling, acquiring or creating work
through the optimal use of competences” (Van der Heijde and Van der Heijden, 2006, p. 453).
But how to become employable? Contemporary career research departs from the
complex and constantly changing socio-economic environment and focuses on the
individuals and their competences instead. We distinguish input-based and output-based
approaches of employability. Within the input-based approach of employability, scholars
look at knowledge, skills, and attitudes to assess employability (Fugate et al., 2004;
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Van der Heijde and Van der Heijden, 2006). The outcome-based approach goes into
employees’ perceptions of the possibilities of obtaining and retaining a job and into labor
market positions or transitions between positions as indicators of employability (Nelissen,
2016; Vanhercke et al., 2014). In this paper, we aim to understand the process through which
workers develop their employability and thus subscribe to the input-based approach.
Specifically, Van der Heijde and Van der Heijden (2006) conceptualized employability as
a set of five distinct competences. Their competence-based operationalization of the concept
of employability combines domain-specific expertise with more generic competences, such
as being flexible and adaptive, anticipating new needs, optimizing one’s competences, being
able to participate in different work groups, and maintaining balance. The domain-
independent instrument by Van der Heijde and Van der Heijden (2006) shows what
competences workers should develop to keep contributing to organizational outcomes,
regardless of the specific profession of the employee. The advantage of an input-based and
competence-based measurement approach, compared to more outcome-oriented ones, is that
it measures the potential and enables us to disentangle the importance of the different
components, to explore their interrelatedness, and to examine how employees may make
progress in their employability.
However, interrelatedness and progression are features of the employability dimensions
that previous research has not addressed. This is problematic, as employees can only gradually
understand their job’s tasks, the role they play in their organization, and their own career.
We set out to investigate whether there is a progression of employability in Van der Heijde and
Van der Heijden’s (2006) conceptualization of employability so that one component of
employability forms the foundation for another one. We enrich the theoretical discussion with
an empirical demonstration. As this is the very first empirical work on what we call the
progression model of employability, this demonstration aims at establishing preliminary
evidence. It is our hope that this empirical evidence spurs further research – especially
resource-intensive longitudinal research – more than our theoretical arguments alone could.
Furthermore, we contribute vital information about how employability is achieved. This has
direct implications for the design of educational programs and workforce development
programs and lends substantial information for career advisory and management. Given the
current need to sustain and develop one’s employability throughout the working life (Froehlich
et al., 2016), this is essential. Specifically, improving our understanding of the concept and its
measurement is highly important for career decisions about promotion, demotion, or other
career management activities and enhancing the sustainability of careers (Van der Heijden and
De Vos, 2015).
A progression model of competence-based employability
Researchers continuously adapted the concept of employability to the existing labor market
situation over time (Van der Heijde and Van der Heijden, 2006). In the current era of frequent
innovation and change (Froehlich and Messmann, 2017), it is no longer meaningful to define
employability in terms of specific labor market demands. Rather, contemporary career
research departs from the complex and constantly changing socio-economic environment.
Thus, career concepts, such as boundaryless careers (Arthur, 1994), kaleidoscope careers
(careers that fit workers’ concerns for authenticity, balance, and challenge with the demands of
work life; Mainiero and Sullivan, 2005), customized careers (careers crafted in response to the
employee’s needs, values and preferences; Valcour et al., 2005), sustainable careers (sequences
of career experiences through time and different social spaces and characterized by individual
agency; Van der Heijden and De Vos, 2015), and post-corporate career (careers transcending
both organizations and individuals; Peiperl and Baruch, 1997) have been introduced.
The competence-based operationalization by Van der Heijde and Van der Heijden (2006)
also emphasizes the importance of individual agency and personal meaning in careers.
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This view is compatible with other perspectives of employability that define it as
“the chance for employment on the internal or external labor market” (Forrier and Sels, 2003,
p. 106) or “a form of work-specific active adaptability that enables workers to identify
and realize career opportunities” (Fugate et al., 2004, p. 16). All these definitions imply a
permanent acquisition and fulfillment of employment within or outside the current
organization, for present or new customers, and regarding future prospects.
In Van der Heijde and Van der Heijden’s (2006) framework, occupational expertise is an
important component of employability, but other components also weigh heavily.
Employees need to prepare for future changes in a personal and creative manner
(anticipation and optimization) and ought to adapt to changes in the labor market, also
outside their domain (personal flexibility; also see Fugate et al., 2004; Seibert, et al., 1999).
Furthermore, participation and shared responsibility in different work groups, such as
organizations, teams, and other networks, are needed (corporate sense; also see Podsakoff
et al., 1997). The last component is balance. Employees scoring high in this dimension are
competent in adequately weighting employer’s interests against their own interests as well
as balancing the time spent on work, career development, and private interests.
In this paper, we argue that the components of employability do not just co-exist, but that
they build on each other. Such progression models have been proposed for specific domains
of employability in the past. For instance, Dunphy and Williamson (2004) discussed the
development of occupational expertise in the medical domain. We extend this view and
focus on the progression across the dimensions of employability. We propose that
occupational expertise serves as the foundation for the employees’ personal flexibility and,
subsequently, for their abilities in terms of anticipation and optimization. Corporate sense
and balance function as auxiliary competences that are needed irrespective of the level of
employability. We develop our arguments in terms of the likelihood to endorse the
respective measurement items. For instance, when we say that occupational expertise is
the foundation for personal flexibility, we expect that the items of the occupational expertise
subscale are relatively likely to be endorsed by employees (of average employability),
compared to the items of the personal flexibility subscale. To further clarify this point, this
means that respondents are more likely to rate themselves higher on these items
(independent of the actual level of competence). The lower part of Figure 1 presents
the proposed model of progression. In the following, we discuss the role of each component
in detail.
Occupational expertise
Occupational expertise is about being able to apply one’s knowledge in a very specific job
domain; it refers to domain-specific knowledge and skills. In our model of progression,
occupational expertise is the foundation for personal flexibility and anticipation and
optimization. More specifically, while individual employees with a high amount of
domain-specific expertise may struggle with new demands, their counterparts with adaptive
expertise are better able to easily and flexibly adjust to novelty and quickly regaining a high
level of performance in situations wherein new knowledge and skills are required
(see Schwartz et al., 2005). Otherwise stated, individuals who possess personal flexibility
possess the knowledge of why and under which conditions certain methods have to be used
or new methods have to be devised (Bohle Carbonell et al., 2014). Therefore, we expect that
the items of occupational expertise are relatively likely to be endorsed. Traditionally,
occupational expertise has played a dominant role for being employable (Van der Heijde and
Van der Heijden, 2006) – and has received a lot of attention in educational trajectories.
Since the body of factual knowledge needed to do a specific job is often codified (e.g. in
books or in university curricula), the expertise that is needed for a certain job is relatively
easy to gain and can be obtained by the specific individual even before actually doing the
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job (e.g. through formal education; Dunphy andWilliamson, 2004; Tynjälä, 1999). Therefore,
occupational expertise already plays a large role before a potential employee and job
are matched. For instance, when applying for an open position, both the recruiter and the
applicant have rather clear expectations about the needed expertise in terms of
domain-specific knowledge and skills to perform the job successfully. The requirements in
terms of the other competences are more vague and usually do not enter job descriptions
in a very explicit way:
P1. The items of the occupational expertise subscale are more likely to be endorsed than
the items of the personal flexibility subscale and anticipation and optimization.
Personal flexibility
Personal flexibility means the competent reaction in the face of changes regarding job tasks and
work methods, setting it apart from their specific job domain (see Bohle Carbonell et al., 2014).
Individual employees with a high amount of personal flexibility are able to develop and apply
solution strategies in novel situations, and herewith to become proficient in adjacent and new
occupational domains. In our model of progression, we propose that the items of the personal
flexibility subscale are less likely to be endorsed than the items of the occupational expertise
subscale. This is because the body of knowledge for a specific job domain is more or less clearly
defined while changes at the workplace, such as reorganizations, promotions, or intercultural
issues in teams, require a very wide and complex set of abilities, for instance, resilience, political
understanding, social skills, or cultural sensitivity (Clarke, 2008; Hogan et al., 2013).
Balance
Corporate sense
Anticipation
and optimization
Personal
flexibility
Occupational
expertise
Likelihood to endorse
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Figure 1.
Model of progression
with two exemplary
cases “A” and “B”
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The problems that emerge are often ill defined and lack a clear pathway to the solution
(Pulakos et al., 2000). Furthermore, arguably, technical knowledge is needed to navigate through
changes more easily (Ito and Brotheridge, 2005). Put differently, having broad knowledge about
a certain domain and its adjacent areas increases the likelihood that past lessons learnedmay be
successfully applied to new situations.
Anticipation and optimization
Anticipation and optimization is about preparing for future work changes to achieve
optimal job and career outcomes (Van der Heijde and Van der Heijden, 2006). When
reacting to change, the set of potential actions is relatively limited. Therefore, Van der
Heijde and Van der Heijden (2006) referred to the component of personal flexibility as a
more passive, reactive variant of adaptation. For example, after a merger, the employees
of the absorbed organization may need to learn how to comply with new standards – with
relatively little leeway. However, when actively initiating a change process oneself, the
possibilities are virtually endless. Anticipation and optimization thus refer to a self-
initiating, proactive variant of adaptation. Due to the increasing complexity of work and
difficulty for all parties involved to predict future work content, more and more individual
employees have to enact their jobs and their professional lives themselves (Weick, 1996).
As such, anticipation and optimization does not concern adaptation in its basic form, but
rather entails the capacity to prepare oneself for all kinds of work changes in a personal
and creative manner in order to protect and enhance one’s career potential for the future
(Bhaerman and Spill, 1988).
Obviously, without knowledge about the subject matter (occupational expertise) and
knowledge about how to manage change (personal flexibility), this may be very difficult to
master. Therefore, we propose anticipation and optimization to be achievable only when the
employee is already competent in terms of occupational expertise and in possession of
personal flexibility:
P2. The items of the personal flexibility subscale are less likely to be endorsed than the
items of the occupational expertise subscale, but more likely to be endorsed than the
items of the anticipation and optimization subscale.
Corporate sense
Corporate sense refers to the need of employees to perform well in different work groups, to
share responsibilities, and to identify with corporate goals. This reflects the trend that
employees have to increasingly carry responsibility for the decision-making process
(Chapman and Martin, 1995) and have to function well as team members. Corporate sense
builds on social capital, social skills (Nahapiet and Ghoshal, 1998), and emotional
intelligence (Mayer and Salovey, 1997). The role of the dimension of corporate sense has just
risen over time as the number of groups to which employees belong has tremendously
increased over the past decades (Seibert et al., 2001). This suggests that corporate sense is
an important competence to have across the career. Therefore, we propose that corporate sense
is an auxiliary competence that is relevant across the whole spectrum of employability:
P3. The items of the corporate sense subscale range from relatively likely to be endorsed
to relatively unlikely to be endorsed.
Balance
Balance describes the ability to achieve and maintain an equilibrium of the employer’s
interests and the employees’ interests, and to compromise between employees’ own
opposing work, career, and private interests (Van der Heijde and Van der Heijden, 2006).
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Numerous articles suggest that a balance between work and private life is important
(e.g. Whiston and Cinamon, 2015). Imbalance in this respect may lead to detrimental
outcomes (Nijp et al., 2012), such as stress (Krisor et al., 2015) or burnout (Beausaert et al.,
2016; Demerouti et al., 2012). The scholarly literature suggests that these topics are relevant
for the whole workforce, not just for newcomers or experienced employees. The dichotomy
between current performance and learning and further career development is another
relevant pair of conflicting goals. While a focus on an employee’s here-and-now performance
allows to safeguard his/her current position, learning increases one’s future employability
(Froehlich et al., 2015a; Froehlich et al., 2014). Sustainability in one’s career is highly
dependent upon the resulting alignment between all these interests and possibly conflicting
goals as distinguished above, and upon the capacity to create mutual benefits for the
individual employee and the organization, as well as mutual benefits for the employee and
his/her broader life context (Van der Heijden and De Vos, 2015).
We argue that this competence of balance is essentially irrespective of the employee’s
level of occupational expertise, personal flexibility, and anticipation and optimization, but
rather a result of the many choices made by the individual owner of the career, that is, of
his/her individual agency (cf. Harwood and Froehlich, 2017). Therefore, we propose balance
to be an auxiliary competence that is relevant across different levels of occupational
expertise, personal flexibility, and anticipation and optimization:
P4. The items of the balance subscale range from relatively likely to be endorsed to
relatively unlikely to be endorsed.
Summary
Figure 1 maps the proposed developmental sequence (or more technically, the likelihood to
endorse items of certain dimensions) with the general level of perceived employability.
The hypothetical case A may represent a recent graduate, who has some formal knowledge
in the relevant domain (occupational expertise), some formal knowledge about the company
she is working for and its goals (corporate sense), and some idea about how to integrate
these goals with her very own life goals (balance). However, as argued above, it is relatively
unlikely that he/she already possesses the competences to react to changes in an agile way.
Case B has a more evolved level of employability; therefore, she might be more likely to also
endorse items of these dimensions.
Empirical demonstration
Material and methods
Participants. We sent questionnaires to 215 randomly selected employees of two Austrian
business consultancies. While the first firm (n¼ 77, response rate¼ 72 percent) specialized
in the implementation of IT solutions, the second one has a very general field of operations
(n¼ 90, response rate¼ 83 percent). The respondents were 18-59 years old (M¼ 40.80,
SD¼ 9.88) and were working, on average, 9.08 (SD¼ 7.84) years in their current job. In total,
93 (56 percent) have attained a higher education degree; 86 (52 percent) were female.
Instruments. We gauged the components of employability using Van der Heijde and
Van der Heijden’s (2006) thoroughly validated measurement instrument. Other validation
studies indicated that the five dimensions represent correlated aspects of employability
(e.g. Van der Heijden et al., 2009), but that the distinctive power of the different scales is
satisfactory (Van der Heijden et al., 2016). The rating scale was slightly adjusted so that all
items were answered on the same five-point Likert scale (1¼ almost never, 2¼ rarely,
3¼ sometimes, 4¼ often, 5¼ very often), as required by the Rasch rating scale model. All
scales achieved satisfactory Cronbach’s α’s: occupational expertise (sample item: “I consider
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myself competent to engage in in-depth, specialist discussions in my job domain”; α¼ 0.92),
personal flexibility (“I adapt to developments within my organization”; α¼ 0.77),
anticipation and optimization (“I take responsibility for maintaining my labor market
value”; α¼ 0.74), corporate sense (“I am involved in achieving my organization’s/
department’s mission”; α¼ 0.80), and balance (“I suffer from work-related stress”; α¼ 0.71).
Analyses. The data were analyzed using the Rasch rating scale model (Wright and
Masters, 1982) by applyingWinsteps (Linacre andWright, 2004). Generally speaking, Rasch
analysis helps in understanding developmental orders of scales – which matches our main
research question. Rasch (1960) developed a probabilistic measurement model that
calibrated item and person measures along the same continuum. In the present study, we
evaluated the capacity of the items to discriminate between different levels of employability.
Through Rasch analysis, we are able to relate survey data to the latent construct under
investigation (i.e. the dimensions of employability) as a function of location of persons and
items on the underlying continuum (Engelhard, 2013). The Rasch rating scale model
transforms the Likert-type ordinal data from the survey into equal interval units (i.e. log
odds units or logits) using a logarithmic transformation (Bond and Fox, 2007).
Put differently, the latent construct measured in this study (employability) and the
respondents were calibrated on the same continuum (Bond and Fox, 2007).
The Rasch model has proven to be a very useful approach for instrument development
and validation purposes based on its unique capacity to define and describe less-to-more
continua that represent the constructs of interest in many fields, such as psychology
(Pallant and Tennant, 2007), education (Sondergeld and Johnson, 2014), nursing (Hagquist
et al., 2009), or health science (Chao and Green, 2013). Most importantly for our research
purposes, the analysis “permits the identification and examination of developmental
pathways” (Callingham and Bond, 2006, p. 1).
Following this logic, the present study aims to test the progression model by exploring
the variable map. This map represents the construct along the Rasch “ruler” with the levels
of employability increasing in a linear fashion from the lowest at the bottom to the highest at
the top. We interpret the findings of the Rasch analysis so that the items more likely to be
endorsed precede the items less likely to be endorsed in terms of the progression of
employability. For instance, case B of Figure 1 is more likely to endorse items of the
anticipation and optimization scale than case A. The point of this analysis is to illustrate our
theoretical thinking empirically and provide a sound basis for further longitudinal research,
which would require the investment of significant resources.
Results
The analysis of the employability scale included all 167 respondents’ answers to the
47 items of Van der Heijde and Van der Heijden’s (2006) instrument. The analysis
provides evidence of several facets of validity in terms of the Rasch measurement model:
content validity (acceptable fit statistics and positive item-measure correlations),
generalizability of the measure (high reliability estimates of 0.92 and 0.98 for
respondents and items, respectively), and external validity (person strata W2).
In assessing the unidimensionality of Van der Heijde and Van der Heijden’s (2006)
instrument (using Rasch principal contrasts analysis), we found that 40 percent of the
variance could be explained by the measure. This meets the requirement (see McCreary
et al., 2013; as cited by McCreary et al., 2013).
The person-item map (Figure 2) presents the 167 respondents and 47 items of this
survey. The vertical dashed line is the “ruler” that measures the included persons’
employability and item endorsement level in the unit of logits. To the right-hand side of
the line, items are placed, next to their estimated likelihood of endorsement in logits,
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while respondents are placed on the left-hand side, next to their measures of competence in
logits. Respondents’ employability increases in a linear pattern from the least employable
at the bottom to the most employable at the top. Similarly, the items range from the
most unlikely to be endorsed at the top (i.e. the items that only people with the
Notes: n= 167. OE, occupational expertise; PF, personal flexibility;
AO, anticipation and optimization; CS, corporate sense; BA, balance.
The items on the right are listed in a hierarchical order, from those
that are unlikely to be endorsed (top) to those that are likely to be
endorsed (bottom). Likewise, the respondents agreeability estimates
presented on the left range from the most employable subjects at the
top to the least agreeable at the bottom
Figure 2.
Person-item map for
the employee’s level
of employability
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highest level of employability could endorse) to the items most likely to be endorsed
at the bottom.
The person-item map provides some evidence for what we call the progression of
employability. Most strikingly, we can identify one top group of items (between the mean of
the rating scale and 1 standard deviation above it) which is composed of items that only load
on the more generic components of employability. The one item that is most unlikely to be
endorsed is “How much influence do you exercise within your organization?” (item CS7).
One theme that is common to the items concerning personal flexibility and anticipation and
optimization in this group is that these items require the respondents to be especially
considerate of the wider context of their field (adjacent job areas, external market demand,
changes in the working environment, etc.). Toward the bottom end of the scale and below
the mean of the rating scale, almost all items related to occupational expertise are grouped
together with some more generic items. The group of medium likelihood to endorse
(between the mean and 1 standard deviation above the mean on the rating scale) is
populated by a mixed set of generic items and one job-specific item (i.e. “I consider myself
competent to engage in in-depth, specialist discussions in my job domain”; item OE1).
In sum, we do see partial support for the progression model of employability. Specifically,
the items measuring occupational expertise are – with only one exception – located in the
group of items that are relatively likely to be endorsed. Also, the items of personal flexibility
were, in general, less likely to be endorsed than the items of occupational expertise. With these
outcomes, P1 is supported. However, based on the analysis, there does not seem to be a major
difference between the items of personal flexibility and anticipation and optimization.
Put differently, P2 is not confirmed with our data. The items of corporate sense appeared to
span across the whole spectrum of likelihood to be endorsed, which is in line with P3. For the
items of the balance component of employability, this looks similar, although there are no
items that were very likely to be endorsed (herewith only providing partial support for P4).
These outcomes imply that in comparison to the items of corporate sense, the items measuring
balance seem to be, on average, unlikely to be endorsed.
Next to this partial support of our hypothesized progression model of employability, the
person-item map also shows that the average employability level among respondents (about
1 logit) was approximately one standard deviation above the average item likelihood to be
endorsed (0 logit). This indicated that the items, in general, were likely to be endorsed.
Discussion
Reflection upon the outcomes
We set out to investigate how employees progress within their employability trajectories by
looking at the competence-based view of employability from a new angle. Instead of
focusing on exploring its components, antecedents, or outcomes (e.g. Froehlich et al., 2015b;
Van der Heijden et al., 2016), we focus on the progression within employees’ employability
trajectories. We constructed a model of such progression and tested it using Van der Heijde
and Van der Heijden’s (2006) input-based approach of employability measurement
instrument. The results of the Rasch analysis lend some support to the proposed structure.
Specifically, the respondents were more likely to endorse the items measuring occupational
expertise than the items from the personal flexibility and anticipation and optimization
subscales. Based on the developmental sequence made visible through the Rasch model, we
interpret this to mean that employees are required to have a solid understanding of their
job’s specific affordances, before competences such as flexibility and adaptability become
relevant. This provides some support for our proposition that occupational expertise
forms the foundation of employability. Also, this outcome links to past approaches of
conceptualizing employability, which focused more on skills needed for a specific job than
more generic competences (Thijssen et al., 2008).
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Unlike what we had proposed, we were not able to clearly make out a difference in terms of
the progression between personal flexibility and anticipation and optimization. Our reasoning
was that personal flexibility and anticipation and optimization require competences in change
management and self-management, but that anticipation and optimization needs a thorough
understanding of the market environment and trends on top of that. However, it might be that
this reasoning does not fit the sample category of this study, business consultants. For these
respondents, both change management and being cognizant of the market are daily business
activities. Therefore, the difference between these two components of employability in terms
of likelihood to be endorsed may be less clear-cut than proposed. Instead, personal flexibility,
the reactive adaptation variant, and anticipation and optimization, the proactive variants,
appear to develop simultaneously.
Next to this progression from the job-specific occupational expertise to the more
generic personal flexibility and anticipation and optimization, we proposed that corporate
sense and balance have important support functions. These propositions were partly
supported by the results, which showed that the different items used to gauge the two
types of employability components, and in particular the corporate sense component,
were relatively evenly spread across the whole spectrum. However, the items of the
balance scale were somewhat less likely to be endorsed, suggesting that the competence of
corporate sense may come earlier in the developmental sequence outlined in the
progression model.
Limitations
There are two limitations that need to be taken into account. First, we used a cross-sectional
research design to answer a question that is focused on employee development. This would
have been particularly problematic if the participants of the survey went through very
different trajectories in their careers. However, since all participants were working in the same
industry and in the same country, we expect that this does not represent a pervasive problem.
Still, research across different occupational sectors (e.g. Dror, 2016) needs to be done that
applies longitudinal designs in order to further validate the proposedmodel of progression and
to take into account different employability development approaches (Williams et al., 2016).
In particular, intra-individual changes in employability trajectories across the life span, its
antecedents, and its outcomes may shed more light on how the individual employee’s career
potential and sustainability can be enhanced. Moreover, intra-individual changes in perceived
employee-employer (e.g. psychological contract; Rousseau, 2001) relationships over
time in relation to employability might increase our understanding of the added value of
employability enhancement in contemporary careers. In this regard, studies providing a better
understanding on methodology and statistical procedures that are specifically designed to
capture intra-individual developmental change trajectories across time, such as time series
analysis or latent growth curve analysis, are needed as well.
Second, the generalizability of the results is another limitation. More research is needed
to establish whether the outcomes regarding the progress of employability trajectories are
different across different occupational sectors. Also, the specific progress of employability
trajectories and the predictive validity of the distinguished components of employability in
the light of future career success are different across types of occupations or organizational
settings (e.g. size, for-profit vs not-for-profit). Therefore, research comparing samples from a
variety of these categories is to be recommended. This may also be extended to different
cultural settings (cf. Fouad and Arbona, 1994). Depending on whether the culture is
competitive or favors steep hierarchies, for example, the likelihood to be endorsed may
change for some items. Such a tendency was also indicated in the results: the item most
unlikely to be endorsed was about having power in the own organization, an item that is
part of the corporate sense dimension. This seems reasonable, given that Austria has a
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culture high in power distance (Hofstede, 2001). Indeed, pilot tests to this study, which were
executed in other, more egalitarian European countries, showed that this particular item
was perceived to be much easier to agree with in other cultures.
Implications for research and practice
In this paper, we aimed to advance the conceptualization of employability offered by
Van der Heijde and Van der Heijden (2006). Specifically, we discarded the original notion
that the five components of employability have no particular relationship with each other,
but that they partially build onto each other. We enriched the theoretical discussion with an
empirical demonstration that provides some evidence for our adaptations. The person-item
map shows that the employability instrument cannot easily discriminate highly employable
persons. This means that while the instrument works well in samples of low to medium
levels of employability, it may not be optimally applicable to samples of rather high levels of
employability. Therefore, future research may develop a set of more items more unlikely to
be endorsed that can be added to the original scale to be used in future empirical work
among highly employable samples.
The outcomes of this empirical study entail several implications for career development
and career management practice. By understanding which competences are important at
which stage or across which stages of an individual’s career, career advisors and human
resource management professionals can give more targeted advice concerning career
management practices. In the competence-based conceptualization of employability, the
focus was on all competencies simultaneously to perform well and to meet future labor
market demands. With the progression model, the advice given can reach a much finer level
of granularity that discerns people’s different status concerning their career or level of
competences. For instance, our model and empirical evidence suggest that recommendations
like working on one’s personal flexibility or regarding one’s work-life balance may not be
helpful if given to an (new) employee who has not mastered the job-specific skills yet
(case A, in the example above). We argue for a tailor-made approach that takes into account
each individual’s specific needs.
Similarly, the progression model of employability may inform other aspects of the
human resource management cycle. For example, it may be taken into consideration when
recruiting or promoting people. It may aid human resource development decision making as
it offers insight about the competences that are relevant for a particular employee. Only in
case employees, their supervisors, and other stakeholders are acquainted with the strengths
and weaknesses in terms of the workers’ employability components, they are able to make
informed decisions about possibly needed training and development programs. To protect
the sustainability of the employee’s career, careful consideration should be given
to align one’s preferences, affinities, health, capabilities, and personal circumstances
(Van der Heijden and De Vos, 2015).
References
Arthur, M.B. (1994), “The boundaryless career: a new perspective for organizational inquiry”, Journal
of Organizational Behavior, Vol. 15 No. 4, pp. 295-306, available at: https://doi.org/10.1002/job.40
30150402
Beausaert, S.A.J., Froehlich, D.E., Devos, C. and Riley, P. (2016), “Effects of support on stress and
burnout in school principals”, Educational Research, Vol. 58 No. 4, pp. 347-365, available at:
https://doi.org/10.1080/00131881.2016.1220810
Bhaerman, R. and Spill, R. (1988), “A dialogue on employability skills: how can they be taught?”,
Journal of Career Development, Vol. 15 No. 1, pp. 41-52, available at: https://doi.org/10.1007/BF0
1474094
240
CDI
23,2
Bohle Carbonell, K., Stalmeijer, R.E., Könings, K.D., Segers, M.S.R. and Van Merriënboer, J.J.G. (2014),
“How experts deal with novel situations: a review of adaptive expertise”, Educational Research
Review, Vol. 12, pp. 14-29, available at: https://doi.org/10.1016/j.edurev.2014.03.001
Bond, T.G. and Fox, C.M. (2007), Applying The Rasch Model: Fundamental Measurement in the Human
Sciences, 2nd ed., Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, Mahwah, NJ.
Callingham, R. and Bond, T. (2006), “Research in mathematics education and rasch measurement”,
Mathematics Education Research Journal, Vol. 18 No. 2, pp. 1-10, available at: https://doi.org/10.
1007/BF03217432
Chao, R.C.-L. and Green, K.E. (2013), “Rasch analysis of the outcome questionnaire with African
Americans”, Psychological Assessment, Vol. 25 No. 2, pp. 568-582, available at: https://doi.org/10.
1037/a0032083
Chapman, G.M. and Martin, J.F. (1995), “Computerized business games in engineering education”,
Computers & Education, Vol. 25 No. 1, pp. 67-73, available at: https://doi.org/10.1016/0360-1315
(95)00028-3
Clarke, M. (2008), “Understanding and managing employability in changing career contexts”, Journal
of European Industrial Training, Vol. 32 No. 4, pp. 258-284, available at: https://doi.org/10.1108/0
3090590810871379
Demerouti, E., Peeters, M.C. and Van der Heijden, B.I.J.M. (2012), “Work-family interface from a life and
career stage perspective: the role of demands and resources”, International Journal of Psychology,
Vol. 47 No. 4, pp. 241-258.
Dror, I.E. (2016), “A hierarchy of expert performance”, Journal of Applied Research in Memory and
Cognition, Vol. 5 No. 2, pp. 121-127, available at: https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jarmac.2016.03.001
Dunphy, B.C. and Williamson, S.L. (2004), “In pursuit of expertise. toward an educational model for
expertise development”, Advances in Health Sciences Education: Theory and Practice, Vol. 9
No. 2, pp. 107-127, available at: https://doi.org/10.1023/B:AHSE.0000027436.17220.9c
Engelhard, G. (2013), Invariant Measurement: Using Rasch Models in the Social, Behavioral and Health
Sciences, Taylor & Francis Group, New York, NY.
Forrier, A. and Sels, L. (2003), “The concept employability: a complex mosaic”, International Journal of
Human Resources Development and Management, Vol. 3 No. 2, pp. 102-124.
Fouad, N.A. and Arbona, C. (1994), “Careers in a cultural context”, Career Development Quarterly,
Vol. 43 No. 1, pp. 96-104.
Froehlich, D.E. and Messmann, G. (2017), “The social side of innovative work behavior: determinants of
social interaction during organizational innovation processes”, Business Creativity and the
Creative Economy, Vol. 3 No. 1, pp. 31-41.
Froehlich, D.E., Beausaert, S.A.J. and Segers, M.S.R. (2015a), “Age, employability and the role of
learning activities and their motivational antecedents: a conceptual model”, The International
Journal of Human Resource Management, Vol. 26 No. 16, pp. 2087-2101, available at: https://doi.
org/10.1080/09585192.2014.971846
Froehlich, D.E., Beausaert, S.A.J. and Segers, M.S.R. (2015b), “Great expectations: the relationship
between future time perspective, learning from others, and employability”, Vocations and
Learning, Vol. 8 No. 2, pp. 213-227, available at: https://doi.org/10.1007/s12186-015-9131-6
Froehlich, D.E., Beausaert, S.A.J. and Segers, M.S.R. (2016), “Aging and the motivation to stay
employable”, Journal of Managerial Psychology, Vol. 31 No. 3, pp. 756-770, available at: https://
doi.org/10.1108/JMP-08-2014-0224
Froehlich, D.E., Beausaert, S.A.J., Segers, M.S.R. and Gerken, M. (2014), “Learning to stay employable”,
Career Development International, Vol. 19 No. 5, pp. 508-525, available at: https://doi.org/10.1108/
CDI-11-2013-0139
Fugate, M., Kinicki, A.J. and Ashforth, B.E. (2004), “Employability: a psycho-social construct, its
dimensions, and applications”, Journal of Vocational Behavior, Vol. 65 No. 1, pp. 14-38,
available at: https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jvb.2003.10.005
241
Work in
progress
Hagquist, C., Bruce, M. and Gustavsson, J.P. (2009), “Using the Rasch model in nursing research: an
introduction and illustrative example”, International Journal of Nursing Studies, Vol. 46 No. 3,
pp. 380-393.
Harwood, J. and Froehlich, D.E. (2017), “Proactive feedback-seeking, teaching performance, and
flourishing amongst teachers in an international primary school”, in Goller, M. and Paloniemi, S.
(Eds), Agency at Work: An Agentic Perspective on Professional Learning and Development,
Springer, Cham, pp. 425-444, available at: https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-60943-0_21
Hillage, J. and Pollard, E. (1998), Employability: Developing a Framework for Policy Analysis,
Department for Education and Employment, London.
Hofstede, G. (2001), Culture’s Consequences: Comparing Values, Behaviors, Institutions, and
Organizations Across Nations, 2nd ed., Sage Publications, Thousand Oaks, CA.
Hogan, R., Chamorro-Premuzic, T. and Kaiser, R.B. (2013), “Employability and career success: bridging
the gap between theory and reality”, Industrial and Organizational Psychology, Vol. 6 No. 1,
pp. 3-16, available at: https://doi.org/10.1111/iops.12001
Ito, J.K. and Brotheridge, C.M. (2005), “Does supporting employees’ career adaptability lead to
commitment, turnover, or both?”, Human Resource Management, Vol. 44 No. 1, pp. 5-19,
available at: https://doi.org/10.1002/hrm.20037
Krisor, S.M., Diebig, M. and Rowold, J. (2015), “Is cortisol as a biomarker of stress influenced by the
interplay of work-family conflict, work-family balance and resilience?”, Personnel Review, Vol. 44
No. 4, pp. 648-661.
Linacre, J.M. and Wright, B.D. (2004), “WINSTEPS: multi-choice, rating scale, and partial credit
Rasch analysis”, Computer program.
McCreary, L.L., Conrad, K.M., Conrad, K.J., Scott, C.K., Funk, R.R. and Dennis, M.L. (2013), “Using the
rasch measurement model in psychometric analysis of the family effectiveness measure”,
Nursing Research, Vol. 62 No. 3, pp. 149-159, available at: https://doi.org/DOI 10.1097/NNR.0b0
13e31828eafe6
Mainiero, L.A. and Sullivan, S.E. (2005), “Kaleidoscope careers: an alternate explanation for the ‘opt-out’
revolution”, The Academy of Management Executive, Vol. 19 No. 1, pp. 106-123.
Mayer, J.D. and Salovey, P. (1997), “What is emotional intelligence?”, in Salovey, P. and Sluyter, D.
(Eds), Emotional Development and Emotional Intelligence: Implications for Educators, Basic
Books, New York, NY, pp. 3-31.
Nahapiet, J. and Ghoshal, S. (1998), “Social capital, intellectual capital, and the organizational
advantage”, Academy of Management Review, Vol. 23 No. 2, pp. 242-266, available at: https://doi.
org/10.2307/259373
Nelissen, J. (2016), “Identifying risks of employability enhancement (dissertation)”, KU Leuven, Leuven.
Nijp, H.H., Beckers, D.G., Geurts, S.A., Tucker, P. and Kompier, M.A. (2012), “Systematic review on the
association between employee worktime control and work-non-work balance, health and well-
being, and job-related outcomes”, Scandinavian Journal of Work, Environment & Health, Vol. 38
No. 4, pp. 299-313.
Pallant, J.F. and Tennant, A. (2007), “An introduction to the Rasch measurement model: an example
using the hospital anxiety and depression scale (HADS)”, British Journal of Clinical Psychology,
Vol. 46 No. 1, pp. 1-18.
Peiperl, M. and Baruch, Y. (1997), “Back to square zero: the post-corporate career”, Organizational
Dynamics, Vol. 25 No. 4, pp. 7-22.
Podsakoff, P.M., Ahearne, M. and Mackenzie, S.B. (1997), “Organizational citizenship behavior and the
quantity and quality of work group performance”, Journal of Applied Psychology, Vol. 82 No. 2,
pp. 262-270.
Pulakos, E.D., Arad, S., Donovan, M.A. and Plamondon, K.E. (2000), “Adaptability in the workplace:
development of a taxonomy of adaptive performance”, Journal of Applied Psychology, Vol. 85
No. 4, pp. 612-624, available at: https://doi.org/10.1037//0021-9010.85.4.612
242
CDI
23,2
Rasch, G. (1960), Probabilistic Models for Some Intelligence and Achievement Tests, Danish Institute for
Educational Research, Copenhagen.
Rothwell, A. and Arnold, J. (2007), “Self-perceived employability: development and validation of a
scale”, Personnel Review, Vol. 36 No. 1, pp. 23-41, available at: https://doi.org/10.1108/00483480
710716704
Rousseau, D.M. (2001), “Schema, promise and mutuality: the building blocks of the psychological
contract”, Journal of Occupational and Organizational Psychology, Vol. 74 No. 4, pp. 511-541,
available at: https://doi.org/10.1348/096317901167505
Schwartz, D.L., Bransford, J.D. and Sears, D. (2005), “Innovation and efficiency in learning and
transfer”, in Mestre, J.P. (Ed.), Transfer of Learning from a Modern Multidisciplinary Perspective,
Information Age Publishing, Charlotte, pp. 1-51.
Seibert, S.E., Crant, J.M. and Kraimer, M.L. (1999), “Proactive personality and career success”, Journal
of Applied Psychology, Vol. 84 No. 3, pp. 416-427.
Seibert, S.E., Kraimer, M.L. and Liden, R.C. (2001), “A social capital theory of career success”, Academy
of Management Journal, Vol. 44 No. 2, pp. 219-237, available at: https://doi.org/10.2307/3069452
Sondergeld, T.A. and Johnson, C.C. (2014), “Using Rasch measurement for the development and
use of affective assessments in science education research”, Science Education, Vol. 98 No. 4,
pp. 581-613.
Thijssen, J.G.L., Van der Heijden, B.I.J.M. and Rocco, T.S. (2008), “Toward the employability-link model:
current employment transition to future employment perspectives”, Human Resource
Development Review, Vol. 7 No. 2, pp. 165-183, available at: https://doi.org/10.1177/153448430
8314955
Tynjälä, P. (1999), “Towards expert knowledge? A comparison between a constructivist and a
traditional learning environment in the university”, International Journal of Educational
Research, Vol. 31 No. 5, pp. 357-442, available at: https://doi.org/10.1016/S0883-0355(99)00012-9
Valcour, M., Bailyn, L. and Quijada, M.A. (2005), “Customized careers”, in Gunz, H.P. and Peiperl, M.A.
(Eds), Handbook of Career Studies, Sage Publications, Thousand Oaks, CA, pp. 188-210.
Van der Heijde, C.M. and Van der Heijden, B.I.J.M. (2006), “A competence-based and multidimensional
operationalization and measurement of employability”, Human Resource Management, Vol. 45
No. 3, pp. 449-476, available at: https://doi.org/10.1002/hrm.20119
Van der Heijden, B.I.J.M. and De Vos, A. (2015), “Sustainable careers: introductory chapter”, in De Vos, A.
and Van der Heijden, B.I.J.M. (Eds), Handbook of Research on Sustainable Careers, Edward Elgar
Publishing, Cheltenham, pp. 1-19.
Van der Heijden, B.I.J.M., Gorgievski, M.J. and De Lange, A.H. (2016), “Learning at the workplace and
sustainable employability: a multi-source model moderated by age”, European Journal of Work
and Organizational Psychology, Vol. 25 No. 1, pp. 13-30, available at: https://doi.org/10.1080/
1359432X.2015.1007130
Van der Heijden, B.I.J.M., De Lange, A.H., Demerouti, E. and Van der Heijde, C.M. (2009), “Age effects on
the employability-career success relationship”, Journal of Vocational Behavior, Vol. 74 No. 2,
pp. 156-164, available at: https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jvb.2008.12.009
Van der Heijden, B.I.J.M., Notelaers, G., Peters, P., Stoffers, J., De Lange, A., Froehlich, D.E. and Van der
Heijde, C.M. (2018), “Development and validation of the short-form employability five-factor
instrument”, Journal of Vocational Behavior, available at: https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jvb.2018.02.003
Vanhercke, D., De Cuyper, N., Peeters, E. and De Witte, H. (2014), “Defining perceived employability:
a psychological approach”, Personnel Review, Vol. 43 No. 4, pp. 592-605, available at: https://doi.
org/10.1108/PR-07-2012-0110
Weick, K.E. (1996), “Enactment and the boundaryless career: organizing as we work”, in Arthur, M.B.
and Rousseau, D.M. (Eds), The Boundaryless Career: A New Employment Principle for a New
Organizational Era, Oxford University Press, Oxford, pp. 40-57.
Whiston, S.C. and Cinamon, R.G. (2015), “The work-family interface: integrating research and career
counseling practice”, Career Development Quarterly, Vol. 63 No. 1, pp. 44-56.
243
Work in
progress
Williams, S., Dodd, L.J., Steele, C. and Randall, R. (2016), “A systematic review of current
understandings of employability”, Journal of Education and Work, Vol. 29 No. 8, pp. 877-901,
available at: https://doi.org/10.1080/13639080.2015.1102210
Wright, B.D. and Masters, G.N. (1982), Rating Scale Analysis, MESA Press, Chicago, IL.
About the authors
Dominik Emanuel Froehlich is a University Assistant at the University of Vienna, Department of
Education. His research focuses on themes such as methodology in education and learning
research – especially social network analysis and mixed methods – and learning in the workplace,
age and work, innovation, and employability. Dominik Emanuel Froehlich is the corresponding
author and can be contacted at: dom.froehlich@gmail.com
Mingyang Liu currently works as a Data Systems Analyst in the Office of Institutional Research at
the University of Toledo, Ohio, USA. Mr Liu holds a PhD in Educational Research and Measurement
from The University of Toledo, Ohio, USA. His research interests mainly focus on instrument
development and validation and data-driven decision making in higher education assessment.
Beatrice Isabella Johanna Maria Van der Heijden is a Professor of Strategic HRM at the Radboud
University, Nijmegen, the Netherlands, and the Head of the Department Strategic HRM. Moreover, she
occupies a Chair in Strategic HRM at the Open University of the Netherlands, Faculty of Management,
Science & Technology, and at Kingston University, London, UK. Her main research areas are: career
development, employability, and aging at work. Van der Heijden is an Associate Editor for the
European Journal of Work and Organizational Psychology and the Co-Editor for the German Journal of
Human Resource Management.
For instructions on how to order reprints of this article, please visit our website:
www.emeraldgrouppublishing.com/licensing/reprints.htm
Or contact us for further details: permissions@emeraldinsight.com
244
CDI
23,2
